
ARQUITECTOS DE LA VIDA: LA SAGA DE LOS PREMIOS NOBEL ·  EPISODE 9

Metchnikoff and Ehrlich: The Birth of Our 
Internal Army (1908)
March 9, 2026

Imagine for a moment that your body is a medieval kingdom. For centuries, humanity believed that 

diseases were curses, foul air, or imbalances of mysterious humors. But in the late 19th century, two 

men with opposite personalities were about to discover that we carry within us an army of invisible 

soldiers, each with a different war strategy. This is the story of how we learned that we are not passive 

victims of nature, but walking fortresses.

The first protagonist is Élie Metchnikoff, an impulsive Russian with a wild beard and a penchant for 

existential crises. In 1882, while spending a quiet afternoon on a beach in Sicily observing starfish larvae 

under his microscope, he had an idea that would change medicine forever. Metchnikoff inserted a small 

rose thorn into the transparent body of one of those larvae. He wasn't looking to torture it, but to observe 

how the organism reacted. What he saw took his breath away: a multitude of tiny cells rushed toward the 

thorn, surrounding it as if they were trying to devour it. Metchnikoff had just discovered 'phagocytosis', 

the ability of our cells to 'eat' invaders. To him, immunity was hand-to-hand combat, a battle of cellular 

gladiators.
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But in Germany, another genius named Paul Ehrlich had a completely different vision. Ehrlich was a 

laboratory man, methodical and obsessed with chemical dyes. He didn't believe the key was 'greedy' 

cells, but invisible chemical substances floating in our blood, capable of identifying and neutralizing 

enemies with the precision of a sniper. He called them 'magic bullets'. To Ehrlich, immunity was not a 

street fight, but a sophisticated chemical war.

For years, the scientific world was divided into two irreconcilable camps: those who believed in soldiers 

(cells) and those who believed in bullets (antibodies). Who was right? Is our immune system a physical 

shock force or a high-precision chemical laboratory? The answer to this mystery would not only earn 

them the 1908 Nobel Prize but would define our ability to survive the pandemics of the future.

The Russian on the Beach and the Dream of Immunity
Élie Metchnikoff was not your typical calm scientist. He was a man of volcanic passions. Before his great 

discovery, he had attempted to take his own life following the death of his wife, but fate had other plans 

for him. In Messina, Sicily, on that day in 1882, Metchnikoff was observing the wandering cells of a 

starfish larva. These cells moved freely through the animal's body, like citizens walking through a plaza. 

Metchnikoff wondered: 'What if these cells are, in fact, the body's guardians?'.

To test his theory, he brought some thorns from a Christmas tree (or a rose bush, depending on the 

version of his diary) and stuck them into the larva. The next day, he saw that the mobile cells had 

surrounded the thorn. Metchnikoff called these cells 'phagocytes', which in Greek means 'devouring 

cells'. To illustrate this with a modern analogy, imagine the thorn is debris on a street and the phagocytes 

are the cleanup crew that doesn't just pick up the trash, but eats it so it doesn't get in the way.

This was the birth of the cellular theory of immunity. Metchnikoff proposed that when we get cut or fall 

ill, these soldiers rush to the battlefront to eat the bacteria. It was a revolutionary idea and, for many 

doctors of the time, madness. How could simple internal amoebas be responsible for our health?

Ehrlich and the Magic of Colors
While Metchnikoff was defending his 'devouring gladiators' in Paris, in Berlin, Paul Ehrlich was doing 

something entirely different. Ehrlich was a virtuoso of chemistry. His fingers were always stained with 

colors because his passion was staining biological tissues. He noticed that certain dyes stuck to some 

cells but not others. He thought: 'If a dye can seek out a specific cell, could a medicine seek out a specific 

bacterium without harming the body?'.
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Ehrlich focused on blood serum. He discovered that when an animal survived a disease like diphtheria, 

its blood contained something new, something he called 'antibodies'. To Ehrlich, immunity worked like a 

system of locks and keys. The invader (the bacterium) had a specific shape, and the body manufactured 

a chemical 'key' (the antibody) that fit perfectly into it to neutralize it. There was no need for a cell to 'eat' 

anyone; chemistry took care of everything. It was the concept of the 'magic bullet': a projectile that flies 

through the bloodstream and ignores everything good, impacting only the enemy target.

The Great Scientific War
At the end of the 19th century, medicine became an intellectual battlefield. Metchnikoff's followers (the 

French Pasteur school) and Ehrlich's followers (the German Koch school) could not agree. The French 

said: 'It is the cells! We see how they eat the microbes!'. The Germans replied: 'It is the serum! If we mix 

blood liquid with bacteria in a test tube without cells, the bacteria die. Chemistry is the key!'.

This rivalry was intense and sometimes bitter. Metchnikoff, with his romantic style, saw immunity as a 

biological drama. Ehrlich, with his engineering mindset, saw it as a series of precise chemical reactions. 

What neither of them wanted to admit was that they were both looking at two parts of the same complex 

machinery.

The Peace Treaty of 1908
The Nobel Committee made a Solomonic decision in 1908: they awarded the prize to both. It was the 

recognition that the immune system is not a simple mechanism, but a redundant and sophisticated 

system. Today we know they were both right.

• Innate Immunity (Metchnikoff):This is our first line of defense. They are the soldiers (phagocytes) 

that attack any intruder immediately, regardless of who it is. They are the police patrolling the streets.

• Adaptive Immunity (Ehrlich):This is the special force. It takes a few days to activate because it 

has to manufacture specific weapons (antibodies) for a particular enemy. It is the intelligence service 

that designs a guided missile.

Without Metchnikoff's soldiers, invaders would conquer us before we could react. Without Ehrlich's magic 

bullets, we could not win the wars against persistent enemies or remember how to fight them in the 

future (which is how vaccines work).

A Legacy of Life
The story of these two men is a reminder that science is not always a straight path to the truth. It is a path 

full of egos, arguments, and partial visions that, in the end, fit together like pieces of a puzzle. Thanks to 
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them, we went from being victims of luck to understanding that we possess the most advanced biological 

technology in the known universe right under our skin.

Today, when we hear about immunotherapies against cancer or how our body reacts to a virus, we are 

hearing the echo of that afternoon in Sicily and the color stains in the Berlin laboratory. Metchnikoff 

taught us to trust our brave cells; Ehrlich taught us the power of chemical precision. Together, they 

revealed to us that each of us is a fortress defended by an army that never sleeps.
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